Epithelial-mesenchymal transition and the invasive potential of tumors.
The development of metastasis requires the movement and invasion of cancer cells from the primary tumor into the surrounding tissue. To acquire such invasive abilities, epithelial cancer cells must undergo several phenotypic changes. Some of these, including alterations in cell adhesion and migration, are reminiscent of those observed during the developmental process termed epithelial-mesenchymal transition (EMT). Several master gene regulatory programs known to promote EMT during development have recently been discovered to play key roles in cancer progression. In particular, the regulation of cell adhesion molecules and the signaling pathways linking them to mechanisms of gene regulation has emerged as an important determinant of tumor cell invasion and metastasis. A deeper understanding of these mechanisms should allow both better diagnosis and the development of specific treatments for invasive cancer.